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Abstract
Educational leadership for the 21st century puts a critical demand on teachers to become effective Instructional Leaders for
successful student learning. Thisstudy was conducted with the aim to identify the listening styles of ESL instructional leaders
in institutions of higher learning in Malaysia. The descriptive study comprised 62 ESL lecturers from three institutions of
higher learning in Malaysia. The study employed a mixed method research design where data were collected via a 
questionnaire-survey and in-depth semi-structured interviews.  The quantitative data were analysed using SPSS version 17 for
Windows while qualitative data were analysed deductively and inductively based on the research questions in order to trace
emerging patterns. The validity and reliability of the instruments was established through experts’ opinions and a pilot study. 
The overall reliability was established at 0.717 alpha level. The findings revealed that People-Oriented listening style was the 
most preferred listening style among ESL instructional leaders followed by Content-Oriented listening style, Action-Oriented
listening style and Time-Oriented listening style. External distractions and environment, language and sentence organization,
communication style, personal emotion and attitude, non-verbal cues and cultural differences were some of the main
challenges faced by ESL instructional leaders. The findings imply that effective listening skill serves as a platform to motivate
instructional leaders in tertiary institutions to productively change their personal listening style into a more appropriate
listening behaviour which in turn may enhance their communication aptitude.
© 2012 The Authors.Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of the Faculty of Education, University Technology MARA, Malaysia.
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1. Introduction
In institutions of higher learning (IHLs), teaching and learning demands that educators or lecturers
transform the educational mission into reality. As acknowledged by Irby (2004), effective lecturers are usually
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challenging beliefs as well as stimulating lifelong learning. In the 1980s there was a rebranding of educators, 
teachers and lecturers’ roles where they were referred to as instructional leaders (Brookover & Lezotte, 1982; 
Duke, 1983; and Kroeze, 1984) as cited in Flath, (1989). Besides being responsible in the transfer of knowledge, 
the locus of attention of educator’s duty also changed from traditional teaching and learning to instructional 
leadership (Richard, 2002). 
Lashway, (2002) also stressed that one of the most important skills required by qualityinstructional leaders at 
all levels, undoubtedly is a leader with effective interpersonal skills. The ability to build and maintain good 
interpersonal skills shows that an instructional leader is capable to motivate, trust and empower others. Therefore, 
misunderstandings can be avoided which consequently leads to a high degree of task accomplishments. Research 
by Chell (1995) and Kruger (2003) on teaching and learning process, for example, has shown the importance of 
effective instructional leadership for school improvement. 
According to Lu (2005) listening skill is a very important branch of communication and leaders should talk 
less and listen more in order to clarify and justify the needs of other people. Without an ability to listen well, it 
would be difficult to understand the need as well as the student’s mastery level. Lu (2005) and Brown et al., 
(2010) further clarify that listening is a key factor for academic and professional success asresearch has indicated 
that effective listeners tend to be more successful than those who are not. Meanwhile, Thomas (2000), highlights 
that effective listening skill is vital in developing a mutually positive relationship with other people as well as to 
increase knowledge and information.  
Evidently, there is an apparent gap between the types of listening skills that need to be improved by 
instructional leaders and listening strategies that need to be enhanced by them. In response, Thomas (2000) and 
Brown et al., (2010) mentioned that the real challenges in communication is the ability to listen well. According 
to them, it is important to identify one’s own listening preference such as People-Oriented listening, Action-
Oriented listening, Content-Oriented listening and Time-Oriented listening in order to improve the 
communication process. Consequently, upon recognizing the listening preferences, it would be easier to generate 
recommended strategies to effective listening.  
The purpose of this study is to identify the listening styles of ESL instructional leaders in institutions of higher 
learning in Malaysia. Besides, this study also investigates the challenges to effective listening skills among ESL 
instructional leaders in institutions of higher learning. 
2. Literature Review 
Thomas (2000) defined listening style as an individual personal style and preferences for listening. Numerous 
studies conducted in the last two decades have identified four main preferences of listening styles which are 
People-oriented, Action-oriented, Content-oriented and Time-oriented. A recent work of Brown et al. (2010) 
showed that most students show a significantly strong preference for People-Oriented listening style followed 
with Action-Oriented, Content-Oriented and Time-Oriented. The finding indicates that most of the students 
prefer their emotion and mood to be considered during the communication process. They opt for maintaining a 
positive relationship and mutual trust between the speaker and listener. In short, they not only want the content of 
the messages, but their feelings and mood to be given full attention (Thomas, 2000). In another research by 
Thomas (2000) consisting of agricultural and environmental education majors’ students rated the People-
Oriented as the most preferred listening style compared to Content-Oriented listening style, Action-Oriented 
listening style and Time-Oriented listening style. Villaume and Bodie (2007) also revealed similar findings by 
Thomas (2000) and Brown et al. (2010) where their research showed that People-Oriented listening style was 
perceived as the highest ranked style of listening. 
Rynders (1999) also stated that challenges also have a significant influence in determining an individual’s 
listening skill. He further mentioned that it is important to identify and understand the challenges to listening 
effectively in order to become a better listener. According to Adler &Elmhorst (2010), there are five barriers to 
effective listening i.e. physiological, environmental, attitudinal, emotions and false assumptions, sociocultural 
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differences and lack of training. The two types of physiological barriers are hearing problems and rapid 
thought.Ithas been suggested that some people have difficulty in grasping the communicator’s intent because of 
hearing deficiencies. Besides, they might be slow in receiving the information presented by the speaker (Adler & 
Elmhorst, 2010). 
Environmental effect to listening skill is no exception. The physical barrier to effective listening includes the 
atmospheric condition while psychological constraints are personal problems, family problems as well as 
emotional crisis (Hunt, 1989). According to Adler & Elmhorst (2010), physical distraction during listening 
includes sore chairs and materials, airless and dirty room as well as distance between communicator and the 
listener. This is strongly supported by Rynders (1999) and Hunsaker & Allessandra (1986) who reiterate that 
listening settings contribute to barriers for effective listening.  
Attitude and assumption are two types of behaviour which usually appear in listening process where some 
people might not be willing to listen carefully. The unwillingness for one to listen effectively is connected with 
negative attitudes towards listening (Rynders, 1999). Emotion also has great bearing on how effectively an 
individual listens (Hunsaker & Allessandra, 1986). Ineffective listeners usually turn on their emotions and mood 
when judging the other speaker’s message. Their hasty judgements may results in how they perceive the 
message.  
Cultural and gender differences may become barriers to effective listening (Adler & Elmhorst, 2010). 
According to Rynders (1999), individual’s differences in experience and background may become the most 
obstinate barrier to effective listening. Other than that, women and men also differ in listening styles as they have 
different purpose in listening (Adler & Elmhorst, 2010). However, many have not realized that one of the 
simplest barriers to listening effectively, yet the most ignored, is the lack of learned listening skill (Hunsaker & 
Allessandra, 1986) which should be highlighted in an effort to improve communication skill. 
3. Methodology 
Even though communication is an important aspect in the teaching and learning process, there is scant 
empirical research that has explored the communication styles of ESL instructional leaders in institutions of 
higher learning. Therefore this study aimed to investigate the listening styles of instructional leaders in the ESL 
classroom in IHL. The study employed a descriptive survey research design and a mixed method methodology 
which involved both quantitative and qualitative data collection procedures. A purposive sampling technique was 
employed to determine the institutions of higher learning. All the respondents of the study were English for 
Second Language lecturers (hereafter referred to as ESL instructional leaders) from the three selected IHLs in 
Malaysia. Based on the multi-stage purposive sampling technique employed, all the ESL lecturers were classified 
into two main categories. In Category 1 the respondents were divided into novice and experienced teachers 
whereas for Category 2 they were divided based on gender – i.e. males and females. For the purpose of this study 
novice lecturers referred to those with less than five years of experience teaching ESL. Out of 75 questionnaires 
distributed, 62 questionnaires were returned, thereby yielding the response rate of about 82.7%.  
The questionnaire comprised three sections respectively – Section A (Demographic Data), Section B 
(Listening Styles) and Section C (Opinions, Perceptions and Suggestions). Section B which investigated the 
listening styles preference (LSPQ-16) was adapted from Barker and Watson (2000) as cited in Adler and 
Elmhorst (2010).  Finally, Section C consisted of five open-ended questions that were designed to investigate 
challenges to listening effectively and strategies to enhance listening skills. Open-ended questions were also 
included in the questionnaire. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with six experienced and six novice 
ESL instructional leaders.  
With the aid of Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS), the data collected from the questionnaire were 
tabulated and converted into frequency and percentages. In this study, descriptive analysis was employed to 
organize, present and summarize the data collected. The data from the open-ended questionnaire were transcribed 
and tabulated into tables. The responses were then assigned to different themes based on the research questions of 
the study. 
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4. Findings 
Based on the demographic statistics, 37.1 percent of the respondents are males while 62.9 percent are 
females. Out of the total 62 respondents, 14.5 percent (9) aged below 25 years old, 37.1 percent (23) within the 
age of 25-29, 22.6 percent (14) aged from 30-34 years old while 12.9 percent (8) of the respondents’ age ranged 
between 35-29 and 40-44 respectively. 
Table 1.Gender and Age of Respondents (n = 62) 
Item Frequency Percent 
Gender   
  Male 23 37.1 
  Female 39 62.9 
Total 62 100.0 
   
Age (Years)   
  Below 25 9 14.5 
  25 – 29 23 37.1 
  30 – 34 14 22.6 
  35 – 39 8 12.9 
  40 – 44 8 12.9 
  More than 45 0 0 
Total  62 100.0 
 
 
As depicted in Table 2, the most preferred listening style with the highest mean (mean=3.98, SD=.57) was 
People-Oriented listening style. This was followed by Content-Oriented listening style (mean=3.70, SD=.65), 
Action-Oriented listening style (mean=3.47, SD=.58) and Time-Oriented listening style (mean=3.26, SD=.58). 
 
The item ‘I nod my head and/or use eye contact to show interest in what others are saying’ was recorded as 
the highest mean under the People-Oriented listening style (mean=4.42, SD=.67). It shows that instructional 
leadersprefer to use body language and non-verbal features to show their interest when listening to the speaker. 
On the contrary, the item ‘When listening to others, I quickly notice if they are pleased or disappointed’appears 
to be the least preferred listening strategy employed by ESL instructional leaders.  
 
Under the Action-Oriented listening style, the item ‘I jump ahead and/or finish thoughts of speakers’ 
produced the highest mean of 3.60 (SD=.88). It indicates that they prefer to understand the content of the 
message quickly and tend to halt the speaker’s information. While the item ‘When listening to others, I focus on 
any inconsistencies and/or errors in what’s being said’ was recorded as the least preferred strategy with mean 
3.00 (SD=91). When listening to the message delivered by the speaker, they do not pay attention to the 
reliabilities and inaccuracy of the content.  
On the other hand, under the Content-Oriented listening style, the findings also indicate that ESL instructional 
leaders like to ask questions to seek information and further clarification (mean=4.19, SD=.74). While the item 
‘I wait until all the facts are presented before forming judgements and opinions’ produced the least mean of 
3.24 (SD=1.07). There is lack of patience displayed by ESL instructional leaders when listening to the message 
delivered by the speaker as they tend to make judgements and assumptions.  
The item ‘When hurried, I let others know that I have a limited amount of time to listen’ falls under the Time-
Oriented listening style with the highest mean of 3.50 (SD=.88) among ESL instructional leaders. While item 
‘When I feel time pressure, my ability to concentrate on what others are saying suffers’ was recorded as the least 
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preferred listening strategy (mean=2.81, SD=1.0). It indicates that ESL instructional leaders easily get distracted 
while listening to the message of the speaker if there is time constraint. 
The data obtained from open-ended questions from the questionnaires and interview sessions was analysed and 
transcribed orthographically. The findings revealed that there are numerous challenges faced by ESL 
instructional leaders to listening effectively. 
x External distraction and environment 
The qualitative data revealed that external distraction and environment appears to be one of the challenges to 
effective listening skill among ESL instructional leaders. A majority of the respondents stated that peripheral 
distraction is often regarded as a challenge to listening effectively when communicating with others. This was 
stressed by respondent C10, an experienced male ESL instructional leader who mentioned that, “I would say 
environmental barrier such as music from outside that is not supposed to listen during learning process, chairs 
and tables being arranging”. This was supported by A12, a novice male ESL instructional leader who voiced 
similar concerns, “The biggest challenge is that I am often interrupted by external factors, for example, cold and 
hot environment, noisy room...”. 
x Language and sentence organization 
Respondent C2, a novice female ESL instructional leader mentioned that as an English lecturer, she 
perceived language as the main challenge. She mentioned, “Their (students) weird pronunciation and some sort 
of projecting American accent/slang. However, it ended like Filipino English”. This was furthercorroborated by 
B4, an experienced female ESL instructional leader, who further stressed,“I teach students from various ethnic 
groups . . . Sometimes the accent of Malay, Chinese, Indian and others…makes listening difficult for me”. 
x Communication style 
Communication style was another challenge to effective listening highlighted by the respondents. Qualitative 
data disclosed that novice ESL lecturers were more concerned with the communication style as a challenge to 
effective listening compared to experienced ESL lecturers. Respondent B7, a novice female ESL instructional 
leader mentioned that, 
“…as for me the challenges is having the difficulty to comprehend students’ exact message and information 
due to their myriad of dialects, pronunciation, voice projection, projection. . .”. 
This was corroborated by another novice male ESL instructional leader, respondent C7 who voiced a similar 
opinion. He stated: “. . .different ways of speaking in terms of language, words, dialects, mispronunciation, and 
wrong usage of words. . ., double meaning sentences, unclear messages. . .etc”. 
x Personal emotion and attitude 
It must also be mentioned that personal emotion and attitudealso contribute to the challenge to effective 
listening among ESL instructional leaders. Data from open-ended questions revealed that emotion showed by 
both speaker and listener may hinder the effectiveness to listening. Respondent A21, a novice female ESL 
instructional leader stated, “I have the tendency of considering emotional demand of my students and colleagues, 
plus I tend to get emotionally involved with the answer given by them”.  
x Non-verbal cues 
Non-verbal cues were also counted in the open-ended questions. According to respondent C1 and respondent 
B13 who are both novice female and male ESL instructional leaders respectively, keeping and maintaining eye 
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contact with the speaker while listening is perceived as a difficult act. As a result, they are unable to listen 
effectively. 
x Culture differences 
Culture has also contributed to the challenges to effective listening. The qualitative data revealed that 
different accents among races when communicating resulted in difficulty in listening. Respondent A4, who is an 
experienced female ESL instructional leader mentioned that, “I teach many races. Sometimes the accent used by 
Malay, Indian and Chinese speakers makes it difficult for me to listen effectively”. This was corroborated by 
Respondent A6, a novice female ESL instructional leader and Respondent A10, a novice male ESL instructional 
leader who expressed similar opinion regarding their barriers to effective listening. 
Table 2. Listening styles preferences of ESL instructional leaders (n = 62) 




I focus my attention on other people’s feelings when listening to them 3.89 0.89 
When listening to others, I quickly notice if they are pleased or disappointed 3.77 0.84 
I become involved when listening to the problems of others 3.90 0.86 
I try to find common areas of interest when listening to new acquaintances 3.92 0.91 
I nod my head and/or use eye contact to show interest in what others are saying 4.42 0.67 




I am frustrated when others don’t present their ideas in an orderly, efficient way 3.55 0.86 
When listening to others, I focus on any inconsistencies and/or errors in what’s being said 3.00 0.91 
I jump ahead and/or finish thoughts of speakers 3.60 0.88 
I am impatient with people who ramble on during conversations 3.52 0.95 
I ask questions to help speakers get to the point more quickly 3.58 0.82 




I wait until all the facts are presented before forming judgements and opinions 3.24 1.07 
I prefer to listen to technical information 3.31 1.12 
I prefer to hear facts and evidence so I can personally evaluate them 4.02 0.84 
I like the challenge of listening to complex information 3.76 0.86 
I ask questions to probe for additional information 4.19 0.74 




When hurried, I let others know that I have a limited amount of time to listen 3.50 0.88 
I begin a discussion by telling others how long I have to meet 3.26 0.89 
I interrupt others when I feel time pressure 3.40 0.79 
I look at my watch or clocks in the room when I have limited time to listen to others 3.34 0.90 
When I feel time pressure, my ability to concentrate on what others are saying suffers 2.81 1.0 
Scale: 1=Never, 2= Infrequently, 3= Sometimes, 4= Frequently, 5=Always   
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5. Conclusion and Implications 
The findings gathered from quantitative and qualitative data revealed that a majority of ESL instructional 
leaders in IHLs in Malaysia preferred People-Oriented listening style. This is followed by Content-Oriented 
listening style, Action-Oriented listening style and Time-Oriented listening style. Similar findings were also 
presented by Thomas (2000) who found that the students of agricultural and environmental education majors 
endorsed People-Oriented listening style strongly than Content-Oriented listening style, Action-Oriented listening 
style and Time-Oriented listening style.  
These findings also seem to concur with the findings by Brown et al. (2010) in their study on listening style 
preferences of undergraduate health science students in an Australian university. Their study revealed that the 
students’ most preferred listening style appears to be People-Oriented listening style. Besides, the students rated 
Action-Oriented listening style as the second least preferred listening style followed by Content-Oriented 
listening style and finally, Time-Oriented listening style.  
It can be concluded that ESL instructional leaders in the three IHLs in this study also preferred People-
Oriented listening style when listening to others. This implies that these instructional leaders seek to maintain a 
positive relationship with the speakers as they think it is important to pay attention to their feelings. This augurs 
well for teachers because such a positive relationship with good listening skills puts students at ease. More 
importantly the findings of this study suggest that when listening to the message delivered by the speaker, they 
tend not to judge their attitude, but concentrate on the content of the message. This result is also similar to a study 
conducted by Villaume and Bodie (2007) that used Bem’s Sex Role Inventory and they found that People-
Oriented listening style was rated higher than Time-Oriented listening style, Action-Oriented listening style and 
Content-Oriented listening style. Villaume and Bodie (2007) further mentioned that People-Oriented listening 
style recorded a higher score compared to other types of listening because it has the tendency to maintain a 
positive relationship and achieve conversational goals. 
The data in this study revealed that People-Oriented listening style was perceived to be the most preferred 
style among ESL instructional leaders in IHLs in Malaysia. It showed that being an instructional leader, they seek 
to maintain a positive relationship with the speaker by paying attention not only to the content of the message, 
but also to the emotions and feelings. They feel that it is important to take care of the speaker’s feelings and not 
to evaluate the content of the message.  
The findings of this study suggest that the Human Resource department should where possible employ 
instructional leaders with People-Oriented listening stylebecause this type of listener has a real, inherent strength 
with a minimum of ego. Their honesty and ability in maintaining a positive relationship with others will create a 
good synergy among the staff. Besides, it can improve the relationship between both the speaker and the listener 
as they have similar listening style preferences. The identification of different listening style among ESL 
instructional leaders can provide a foundation to motivate individuals to expose themselves to other types of 
listening skills that might help them to improve their communication (Lu, 2005). Human Resource department 
may conduct a workshop to teach instructional leaders to employ other types of listening (Action-Oriented, 
Content-Oriented and Time-Oriented listening style) more frequently in order to improve their listening skill and 
listening comprehension.  
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Besides, the study also discovered that there are several barriers to effective listening as perceived by ESL 
instructional leaders in IHLs in Malaysia. It shows that external distractions and environment, language and 
sentence organization, communication style, personal emotions and attitude and non-verbal cues appear to be a 
challenge for them when listening to the speaker. The findings are in line with the studies by Adler and Elmhorst 
(2010), Rynders (1999), Hunsaker and Allessandra (1986) and Hunt (1989).Moreover, it is also important for 
them to overcome these types of barriers in order to help them get to the message and hence, accomplish their 
task (Lashway, 2002). Therefore, all instructional leaders must realize that they must not only focus on one type 
of listening style. To be effective listener educators must strive to diversifytheir listening styles. They should not 
limit to only one type of listening to fit all situations. Finally, we must keep in mind that listening is an important 
skill to develop because as Ralph Nicholas states “the most basic of all human needs is the need to understand 
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